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Abstract 
The aim of this study was to explore the factors that are considered crucial by teachers for a successful intervention in managing 
of challenging behaviors of people with intellectual disabilities. We asked 177 Greek general and Special Educator teachers to 
prioritize, using a list of 24 factors, the 6 major that can contribute to the success of an intervention. Teachers chose the factor 
“knowledge and expertise, staff training” as the most important for the successful management of challenging behaviours. The x2 
test revealed no dependency relationships with teachers’ gender, working structure or Special Education expertise. The need of 
staff training in changing the way teachers understand challenging behaviors is also discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Management of challenging behaviors of people with intellectual disabilities usually involves intervention based 
on biology, psychotherapy and context (Heyvaert, Maes, & Onghena, 2010). Challenging behaviors are “culturally 
abnormal behaviors of such an intensity, frequency and duration that the physical safety of the person or others is 
likely to be placed in serious jeopardy, or behavior which is likely to seriously limit use of, or result in the person 
being denied access to, ordinary community facilities” (Emerson, 2001, p.7).They usually involve aggression, 
stereotype and self-injury. A large number of studies over the last 10 years have shown conflicting results as to the 
effectiveness of various intervention programs. It is however increasingly urgent to manage challenging behaviors 
with interventions aimed not simply to control but with well-designed, formal methods based on behavior analysis, 
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teaching of alternative behaviors and improvement of everyday life through enriched experiences and stimuli. 
Intervention that is not based on formal documented standards may place people with severe challenging behaviors 
at increased risk for ineffective and unnecessary restrictive measures and physical abuse (Feldman, Atkinson, Foti-
Gervais & Condillac, 2004). 
The outcome of intervention in challenging behaviors depends on a large number of factors that must be taken 
into account when designing and implementing an intervention program. It is a very complex task, because it 
involves parameters such as the diversity of people interacting and the context in which it takes place. The aim of 
this study was to explore the factors that are considered crucial by teachers for a successful intervention in managing 
of challenging behaviors of people with intellectual disabilities. Teachers’ choices were expected to differ due to 
expertise in Special Education, type of school and gender. 
 
2. Theoretical analysis 
 
Staff’s role is crucial to the success or failure of an intervention (Allen & Tynan, 2000). Teachers or carers have 
to observe individuals who exhibit challenging behaviors, identify preceding trigger events, attribute their cause, 
record frequency and intensity of challenging behaviors, design and apply intervention programs, evaluate results, 
modify and adapt methods and strategies. At the same time they have to manage their own emotional responses, deal 
with organizational problems and deficiencies, collaborate with specialists and parents and train constantly. Staff 
training in challenging behaviors seems to reduce the incidences (Allen, McDonald, Dunn & Doyle, 1997) as it 
significantly improves staff’ s knowledge of reactive behavior management and their confidence to work with 
aggressive individuals (Allen & Tynan, 2000). However, staff training although it is always requested, it is not 
always provided (Kiernan & Kiernan, 1994).  
People who exhibit challenging behaviors are often excluded from community and are more frequent 
institutionalized (Sutter, Mayeda, Call, Yanagi, & Yee, 1980; Intagliata & Willer, 1982). Service characteristics, 
processes, organization, management and extroversion to community (Mansell, 1994) may determine the living 
conditions of people with intellectual disabilities and the level of their psychological status and behavior (Schalock 
et al., 2002). Staff’s active support is important in increasing engagement of people with intellectual disabilities in 
everyday, meaningful processes (Baker, Fox, & Albin, 1995; Mansell, 1994; Mansell, Elliott, Beatley-Brown, 
Ashman, & MacDonald, 2002). Effective management of service that provides clear and detailed guidance, staff 
collaboration and teamwork improve staff’s alertness in engagement of people with intellectual disabilities in 
essential activities of daily living (Mansell, Beadle-Brown, Whelton, Beckett, & Hutchinson, 2008). Other factors 
related to quality of life outcome are residential environment, staff - client ratios (Felce, Repp, Thoma, Ager, & 
Blunden, 1991) and operating costs (Felce, Lowe, Beecham, & Hallam, 2000).  
In general, success of intervention in managing of challenging behaviors is a result of many parameters. Emerson 
et al. (2000), in their research, noted that the factors that seemed to influence the effect of an intervention program 
included personal characteristics of the client with intellectual disabilities, the organization of services and the 
nature of the challenging behaviors. Divergence of ideology and causal attributions of challenging behaviors 
(Hastings & Remington, 1994), the structure and philosophy of the program applied (Emerson, Robertson, Fowler, 
Letchford, & Jones, 1996), lack of expertise and insufficient training (McGill, Bradshaw, & Hughes, 2007), 
insufficient resources and increased costs (Felce et al., 2000) can affect intervention adversely and support the use of 
repressive measures such as physical restraint and medication, degrading the quality of life of people with 
intellectual disabilities. 
 
3. Method 
 
3.1. Participants  
 
177 general and Special Educator teachers participated in this study, 126 women (71.2 %) and 51 men (28.8 
%).They taught at 12 different types of schools at 31 prefectures in Greece. Teachers’ ages were between 22-58 
years (M = 40.56, SD = 8.638). Participants had a general teaching experience from 2 to 400 months (M = 146.18, 
SD = 109,741) and working experience with people with intellectual disabilities for an average of 60.29 months (SD 
= 68,387). 48.6 % of them had expertise in Special Education. The largest percentage (67.8 %) were 
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college/university graduates, a small percentage (2.8 %) had a secondary education degree while 29.4 % of the 
sample had a master or a Ph.d degree. 
 
3.2.  Measures 
 
To explore teachers’ beliefs in successful management of challenging behaviors, a list of factors was used. 
Teachers were asked to prioritize 6 from a total of 24 factors that they believed to attribute most to the positive 
effect of intervention in managing of challenging behaviors. Their choice was hierarchical with the value 6 to be 
entered for the most important factor rating to 1 for the least important factor. 
 
3.3. Data analysis 
 
Descriptive statistics was used for the study of factors affecting positively the intervention in the management of 
challenging behaviors. Table 1 shows factor frequencies in total, by gender and expertise in Special Education and 
x2 criterion between observed and expected values, without prioritization. To investigate possible differences 
between teachers’ groups, statistical criterion x2 was used. The x2 test of independence was conducted separately for 
each factor and revealed no dependency relationships with teachers’ gender, type of school and expertise in Special 
Education (p> .05). 
According to prioritization, teachers chose factor “knowledge and expertise, staff training” (31.07 %) as the most 
important for the positive effect of intervention in the management of challenging behaviors, followed by factor 
“experience in the field of Special Education” (25.99 %) and factor “computing and technology equipment/activity 
play resources” (16.38 %). Factor “cooperation with parents” was chosen for the next three positions of the scale 
(15.25 %, 12.43 % and 10.73 %). Similar results were observed for the group of teachers working in Special 
Education schools or classes. The only difference was the addition of factor “planning activities” (11.11%) in the 
fifth place. Teachers with expertise in Special Education, put factor “experience in the field of Special Education” 
(26.74%) in the first place, followed by the factor “knowledge and expertise, staff training” (25.58%). Factors 
“clear, measurable and time-bound targeting intervention” and “computing and technology equipment / activity play 
resources” were added in the third place (15.12%). Factor “cooperation with parents” was chosen for the next two 
positions of the scale (11.7% and 11.6%). 
 
Table 1. Factor frequencies in total, by gender, expertise in Special Education and x2 criterion between observed and expected values 
 
Factors Total Men Women  No 
expertise in 
Special 
Education 
Expertise in 
Special 
Education 
x2 
Knowledge and expertise, staff training 127 36 91 70 57 33.49* 
Experience in the field of Special Education 114 35 79 59 55 14.69* 
Positive mood, calmness. 101 26 75 53 48 3.53 
Cooperation with parents 96 27 69 57 39 1.27 
Cooperation with specialists 79 27 52 43 36 2.04 
Educational and therapeutic support 63 18 45 34 29 14.69* 
Students personal characteristics 60 11 49 36 24 18.36* 
Computing and technology equipment / activity play resources 60 19 41 35 25 18.36* 
Planning activities 58 18 40 30 28 21.02* 
Clear, measurable and time-bound targeting intervention 43 11 32 11 12 46.78* 
Organized structure based on teamwork 39 9 30 12 27 55.37* 
Corporate solidarity 32 9 23 14 18 72.14* 
Work satisfaction, positive feelings 31 11 20 19 12 74.72* 
Discrimination of roles and responsibilities  22 5 17 9 13 99.94* 
Staff’s personal characteristics 21 8 13 13 8 102.97* 
Taking responsibility and initiative 20 5 15 11 9 106.04* 
Effective management of structure 19 5 14 10 9 109.16* 
Motives for staff’s self - improvement  15 8 7 6 9 122.08* 
Rewards, work elasticity, compensation, moral satisfaction 12 1 11 7 5 132.25* 
Extroversion of service to community 10 4 6 1 9 139.26* 
No resistance of staff to changes 6 2 4 3 3 153.81* 
Gender of student 5 3 2 2 3 157.56* 
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Age of student 5 1 4 4 1 157.56* 
Constant changes of environment or staff 2 0 2 1 1 169.09* 
     *p< .001 
 
4. Discussion 
 
Regarding to the effective management of challenging behaviors, it is important to note that teachers gave 
emphasis to training, knowledge, experience, technology and collaboration with parents. Statistical important 
differences due to teachers’ gender, type of school and expertise in Special Education were not found (p> .05). 
Teachers realize the need for a thorough knowledge and experience around the issues of Special Education. This 
need is expressed quite often in Greek studies (Avramidis & Kalyva, 2007; Batsiou, Bebetsos, Panteli, & Antoniou, 
2008). They probably feel weakness or deficiency in management of challenging behaviors. Incertitude, sometimes 
leads to negative behavior, stress, despair and even resignation on the part of the teacher (Rose, Home, Rose, & 
Hastings, 2004). Staff training is changing the way teachers understand challenging behaviors, helps them attribute 
more accurately the causes and better regulate emotional responses (Grey, McClean, & Barnes-Holmes, 2002; 
McGill et al., 2007). This leads to better staff performance and better outcomes for people with intellectual 
disabilities (McGill et al., 2007). It also appears to significantly increase staff’s confidence in the ability to control 
challenging behaviors (Allen & Tynan, 2000; McDonnell et al., 2008). 
Collaboration of teachers with specialists as well as with parents seems to be one of the factors that teachers 
consider important enough. Controversially, factors such as “extroversion of service to community”, “work 
satisfaction, positive emotions”, “motives for staff’s self-improvement”, “rewards, work elasticity, compensation, 
moral satisfaction”, “discrimination of roles and responsibilities” and “no resistance of staff to changes” are low on 
teachers’ choices. This is something that needs further investigation since it does not agree with most surveys 
(Emerson et al., 1989; Mansell et al., 2002; Thomas & Rose, 2010). This finding may be due to Greek educational 
reality. Greek teachers seem to be quite pleased by issues concerning work conditions (Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008). 
The lack of a substantial reform in the field of Special Education in Greek Educational system and insufficient 
training may be the reasons that Greek teachers do not realize the significance of contextual factors. 
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